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Developers are important, but they are a means to an end, not an end 
in themselves. By focusing on them rather than the ends they want them 
to serve, cities risk sabotaging their own long-term interests. Devel- 
opers tend to focus on what they can get financed—and hope to make 
money on—in the short term. They are also powerfully driven by the 
herd instinct; they want to build what made money for the last guy. More 
upscale rental apartment buildings in downtown are not necessarily a 
bad thing, but it is possible to overbuild even in a strong market, and they 
leave out a lot of the city and a lot of potential markets. 

Every city should be developer-friendly, within reasonable bounds. 
Zoning and building codes should be predictable and reasonable, 
approvals need to be timely, and assistance with finding sites and navi- 
gating bureaucracies should be available. Incentives should be offered as 
well, but only where needed to overcome market constraints or to achieve 
public goals like affordable housing. At the same time, cities should not 
compromise on planning and design standards. The developer will be 
gone soon, after at most ten years or so; the building she leaves behind 
will still be standing to haunt the lives of the great-grandchildren of 
today’s city planning commission members. 

Few cities have seriously or systematically embraced the task of draw- 
ing and retaining diverse populations. In addition to immigrants, cities 
need to focus on other distinct populations. Today’s Young Grads will get 
older. Some may stay in cities, some may not. Either way, fresh faces will 
be needed to fill the space that today’s Young Grads will vacate. Cities 
need to make sure that future generations continue to flow into down- 
towns and nearby neighborhoods, and that the period from roughly 
2000 to the present does not turn out to be a transitory blip. 

Some people believe that that’s all it is. As a recent Fortune article 
put it, “There’s mounting evidence that millennials’ love of cities was a 
passing fling that became a shotgun wedding thanks to the Great Reces- 
sion. Millennials don't love cities any more than previous generations, 
the counterargument goes, they’ve just been stuck there longer, pining 
for the suburbs all the while.”” I disagree strongly, for reasons that I’ve 
laid out earlier. Cities must be constantly on their guard, though, to keep 
this speculation from becoming a prophecy. Not only does that mean 
that housing options—and not too expensive ones—must continue to 
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be available, but that the factors that have drawn highly skilled young 
people, the city’s amenities and quality of life, are not compromised. 

Cities should also be figuring out how to attract larger numbers of 
empty-nesters and aging baby boomers, a plausible source of demand 
for many of the expensive apartments that developers are putting up 
in places like downtown Philadelphia. This is not just about marketing 
cities, but about making downtowns and urban neighborhoods more 
age-friendly, from the types of services and activities that are offered to 
making sure that sidewalks and intersections are safe, well maintained, 
and well lit. 

At the same time, cities need to focus on holding a larger share 
of young people as they get older, marry, and begin to raise fami- 
lies. Drawing middle- and upper-income married-couple families, to 
become homeowners in urban neighborhoods where they and their 
disposable income and stability are in short supply today, can have a 
dramatic impact on those neighborhoods. Cities don't have to hold a// 
of them. Even a modest increase in the number that stay in the city 
would be significant. With a larger-than-ever pool of potential long- 
term residents already living in the city—residents who are already 
predisposed toward urban living—holding more of them should be 
eminently feasible. 

Almost every older city has residential neighborhoods made up 
of attractive single-family houses that are potentially as attractive to 
childrearing families today as they were a hundred years ago, usually at 
affordable prices. Safety and schools are obviously two key factors that 
will determine whether they will draw people who could easily move 
to the suburbs. Schools, though, should not only be good schools, they 
should be good neighborhood schools—that is, schools that draw their 
children from the neighborhood, where parents can play a meaningful 
role in their children’s education. Although laws or policies providing for 
citywide open enrollment may appear to foster equity and choice, they 
do so—if they do so at all—at the price of severing valuable connections 
of great importance to building and sustaining healthy neighborhoods. 
Equity can be served by reserving a substantial share of the places in 
schools in more-affluent neighborhoods for children whose family 
income makes them eligible for free or reduced-price lunches. 
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Cities can take other steps to make neighborhoods appealing to 
young families. Attractive, well-maintained, and actively used parks can 
be a major draw. Patterson Park in Baltimore and Tower Grove Park in 
St. Louis have both been major factors in making the neighborhoods 
around them more appealing to young families. Walkable neighbor- 
hood commercial cores are another. Elmwood Avenue in Buffalo, Butler 
Street in Pittsburgh’s Lawrenceville neighborhood, and Ferry Street in 
Newark’s Ironbound, with its distinctive Portuguese stores and restau- 
rants, not only draw families to live in these neighborhoods, but are 
economic assets for the city. 

Cities must be realistic about this. Creating wonderful urban parks like 
Tower Grove or vibrant, walkable shopping streets like Ferry Street from 
scratch is not only, at best, fiendishly expensive, but, without some degree 
of underlying neighborhood stability, may be effectively impossible, how- 
ever much money is available. Each city should identify places where— 
based on existing activity, a particular amenity, or the level of social capital 
and collective efficacy—conditions are ripe for intervention, and then 
build on those conditions to turn that neighborhood into what planners 
call a “community of choice”’—a place where families choose to live. 

Finally, what may be most important of all is for cities to work 
harder to hold on to the families who already live there, particularly the 
working-class and middle-class African American families who have 
been increasingly fleeing the cities in recent years for nearby suburbs. 
‘These families want the same things that new families who might be 
drawn into the cities will be looking for: safe neighborhoods with decent 
schools, decent public services, and decent amenities. 

There’s another piece to this picture, though, that cities rarely think 
about. People want to be respected, and have their contribution to the 
community respected. A recurrent theme I hear, when I talk to fami- 
lies in urban neighborhoods in cities like Detroit, might be called the 
“theme of urban indifference.” The families, usually homeowners, who've 
lived their lives in urban neighborhoods, are raising or have raised their 
children there, and have put up with the lean years and the struggle for 
survival, often feel that the city doesn’t care about them, has no interest 
in their concerns, and is indifferent to whether they stay or leave. The sad 
thing is, they’re probably right. 
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It is easy enough for overworked local officials, faced with daunting 
problems and the need to cultivate state governments, corporations, 
anchor institutions, developers, business interests, and who knows 
what else, to lose track of the people who are sustaining the city’s vital 
neighborhoods, paying taxes, and contributing either through active 
civic engagement or simply by being a solid, respectable presence in the 
community. It is understandable, but a serious mistake. The more people 
feel they are valued, the more likely it is that they will stay and continue 
to contribute. That is true not only for African American middle-class 
families, but for everyone. It is true for young families moving into the 
city, as well as for families from the inner city who achieve a decent 
income and family stability through public-sector opportunity strate- 
gies. Cities must value a// of their residents, whatever their race, ethnicity, 
and current economic condition. They cannot afford to dismiss anyone, 
or take anyone for granted. 


Looking to the Future 


As Niels Bohr, or perhaps Yogi Berra, said, prediction is difficult, espe- 
cially when it’s about the future.” This has always been true, but some- 
how it feels that, as we look to the future today, the uncertainties are 
even greater than in past times. Changing technologies will change 
conditions in highly unpredictable ways. According to a study by con- 
sultants PricewaterhouseCoopers, nearly 40 percent of all jobs in the 
United States could disappear by 2030 through automation and robotics, 
including half of all jobs in transportation and manufacturing.” Such 
predictions are widely disputed, as are predictions of whether and which 
new jobs and sectors may emerge, or whether, as some believe, a universal 
guaranteed income will take their place. 

Almost everyone seems to believe autonomous cars, trucks, and buses 
will be a reality in five or at most ten years, but no one agrees on what 
effect they will have. Plausible scenarios can be crafted to suggest that 
they will enhance public transportation or eviscerate it; that they will 
exacerbate inequality or foster greater opportunity; and that they will 
reinforce the cities’ central role or undermine it. Either way, they will 
almost certainly sharply reduce the number of blue-collar jobs; in 2016, 
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according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, there were over 4.5 million 
bus drivers, taxi drivers, and driver/sales workers and truck drivers in the 
United States, of whom 1.7 million were African American or Latino.” 
Many—perhaps most—of these jobs will disappear. 

‘There are even more global uncertainties. The world, as many have 
pointed out, is a dangerous place. While the United States is unlikely to 
be invaded or seriously damaged physically by any forthcoming inter- 
national upheaval, we are closely interwoven into the global economy, 
and we could easily suffer economically from the effects of upheaval 
elsewhere, not to mention from self-inflicted wounds triggered by our 
own irresponsible or short-sighted policies. 

‘The effects of climate change, which today appears to be all but irre- 
versible, are even more significant. Rising sea levels, desertification in the 
Southwest, increasing extreme weather events, and more are all forecast 
for future decades. These will all tax American society and the economy 
in ways that we cannot begin to predict. Perhaps, as some have predicted, 
these changes may actually enhance the relative attractiveness of states 
like Michigan and Ohio and their cities, with their cool climate and 
reserves of fresh water, as the Southwest dries up and the coasts flood. 
Again, one can speculate about it, but we really have no idea. We have 
no past history of such things from which we can even extrapolate. Just 
the same, we have to do our best to understand the implications of what 
may happen, and start to build our capacity to withstand the inevitable 
shocks that are forthcoming. 

In addition to these factors, the localized factors I mentioned earlier 
render the future of America’s older cities even more uncertain. The 
future of the eds and meds economy, future patterns of immigration 
and domestic migration, and how future American politics and public 
policies will affect cities, are all question marks. As we look forward, 
the future of individual cities is likely to lie somewhere along a contin- 
uum, with different cities falling at different points, driven not only by 
powerful external forces, but by how they respond to those forces. Two 
scenarios can try to capture the worst and best cases for the cities’ future 
twenty or thirty years from now. 

In the worst-case scenario, conditions are dire. Technology has dec- 
imated the blue-collar workforce, while economic and social change 
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as well as technological change have reduced the dominant role of eds 
and meds in the economy. As the economy, buffeted by climate change 
and the breakdown of international trade, shrinks, all but a handful of 
cities are becoming once again increasingly marginalized in the national 
economy. As they offer fewer opportunities, and autonomous vehicles 
have made distance less of a concern, future generations of Young Grads 
no longer flock to the cities, while the aging millennial generation has 
largely opted for the suburbs. While the cities may not fall back to the 
conditions of the 1970s, most of the gains of the first decades of the new 
millennium have been reversed. 

‘The cities have become even more polarized and segregated, and less 
resilient in the face of social and economic shocks, than they are today. 
As they have retrenched, the remaining upscale areas have become 
smaller and more concentrated, forming tightly guarded enclaves around 
downtowns, major universities, and medical centers, while few middle 
neighborhoods remain intact. Urban populations are shrinking again, 
as people gradually drift away from the remaining areas of concentrated, 
multi-generational poverty, and few move in. 

As public resources shrink, fewer and fewer efforts are made to foster 
improvement or revival, or indeed, provide anything more than the most 
rudimentary public services in those areas. In the prosperous enclaves, 
businesses and residents tax themselves to pay for the private services 
that have largely replaced services cities no longer provide. Municipal 
government has become increasingly dysfunctional, its leaders veering 
between angry but futile populism and repressive elitism. 

‘The best-case scenario is very different. As cities have diversified their 
economies, new jobs and businesses have replaced those lost through 
technological or economic change, while effective programs to build 
local human capital have made cities increasingly attractive locations for 
a wide range of emerging economic sectors. Climate change is a daunt- 
ing challenge, yet far-sighted local leaders have built resilient systems 
that enable cities to adapt successfully to environmental, economic, and 
social change. 

Enlightened federal policies have strengthened the social safety net, 
and provide a universal housing allowance. Coupled with thoughtful, 
inclusive urban housing strategies, housing quality is better, family 
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stability is greater, and more neighborhoods are economically and racially 
integrated. While there is still poverty in the cities, people or their chil- 
dren routinely move out of poverty. While the poverty rate is still around 
the national average, it is more about people moving to the cities for 
opportunity than long-term, multigenerational poverty. Economic and 
income growth has stabilized the tax base, and allowed cities to both pro- 
vide better public services and invest in their infrastructure for the future. 

A welcoming city continues to be a magnet for Young Grads and 
immigrants, as well as to increasing numbers of older people, and its 
population is growing. With excellent pre-K and school options avail- 
able for all, white and African American middle-class families are 
increasingly likely to move into or stay in the city; as more of the city’s 
poor move out of poverty, prosperity is spreading further across the city, 
stabilizing the city’s middle neighborhoods. 

‘The second scenario may seem to readers to be no more than wishful 
thinking on my part, yet while perhaps unlikely, it is not wildly implau- 
sible. It would be hard for even the most creative and capable local lead- 
ership to achieve without some combination of enlightened national 
leadership and luck that keeps the national economy on a path of resil- 
ience and growth in face of the challenges of the future. Unlikely as that 
may seem from the vantage point of 2017, given the material and human 
resources the United States commands, it is far from impossible. There is 
nothing preordained about high poverty rates or concentrated poverty. 
Among major industrial nations, in fact, poverty in the United States 
is well above the norm. While there are reasons for that which will be 
hard to overcome, there is no reason that it is inevitable or unchangeable. 


Moving toward Resilience 


‘The gap between the best- and worst-case scenarios is vast. While where 
any city ends up falling on the continuum between the two depends in 
part on what happens in realms far beyond the city’s control, it will also 
depend in part on what the city and its leaders do to build their economy, 
foster equity and inclusion, and build the city’s resilience in face of the 
inevitable shocks that the coming decades will bring. While the term 
resilience may be overused, it is highly relevant to the future of America’s 
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cities, and it is about far more than the ability to adapt one’s physical 
environment to rising sea levels, important as that is. 

Resilience is the ability to bounce back. Some may think of cities 
like Pittsburgh and Baltimore in some respects as exemplars of resil- 
ience. Thrown by the loss of the manufacturing industry that fueled their 
growth, they have come roaring back to become postindustrial cities, 
driven by world-class medical centers and universities. Yet, are Baltimore 
and Pittsburgh, or for that matter Seattle, truly resilient cities, or are they 
simply riding a wave of economic and demographic change, fueled by 
the sheer dumb luck of having inherited institutions like Johns Hopkins 
and Carnegie Mellon or having drawn entrepreneurs like Bill Gates, Jeff 
Bezos, and Paul Allen? 

‘The story of Singapore’s economic resilience is fairly well known, 
but is worth retelling in this context. In 1965, when Singapore split off 
from the newly established nation of Malaysia to become an indepen- 
dent nation, its prospects looked far from appealing. It had no natural 
resources, little industry, and no domestic market, and its modest econ- 
omy was dependent on its role as the entrepot for Malaysia and Indone- 
sia, a role it had just lost. It was, in fact, little more than a sleepy port in 
decline from its days as a bastion of the British Empire, described by one 
of its early economic advisors as a “poor little market in a dark corner of 
Asia.”** Indeed, Singapore in 1965 had fewer assets than most American 
industrial cities have today. 

Within a few decades, though, it had transformed itself into a model 
of growth and prosperity, the smallest, and in some respect the most 
consistently successful, not just economically, but socially as well, of the 
so-called Asian Tigers. While the sometimes-authoritarian rule of Lee 
Kwan Yew, Singapore’s founding and long-serving president, has legit- 
imately been criticized, that should not detract from the remarkable 
nature of his and his nation’s achievement. While his economic strate- 
gies were brilliantly opportunistic, the two critical underlying themes 
that drove Singapore’s growth were, first, a determination to provide 
honest, transparent, and highly competent government based on the 
rule of law; and second, an intense focus on education as the means of 
maximizing the value of the nation’s human capital. Singapore was a rel- 
atively cohesive society, which gave Lee and his colleagues considerable 
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legitimacy, but that would have mattered little without their long-term 
laser-like focus on those two themes. 

Singapore is not Cleveland, Pittsburgh, or Buffalo. But its lessons 
are relevant. Resilience will become increasingly critical in the coming 
decades, and the ability of cities to learn that lesson may well determine 
where they will fall on the continuum ten, twenty and more years from 
now. Building true economic and social resilience in America’s legacy 
cities will depend not only on their specific programs and strategies, but 
on their ability to follow four paths: 


*Rethink municipal governance. Governments must become more 
competent, better integrated internally and externally, and more 
responsive to the communities they serve. Competence, the will- 
ingness to build partnerships with others, and the ability to address 
community needs effectively are critical, but without building open, 
responsive government—a proposition that embodies within it 
transparency, outreach, and a willingness to share power with cit- 
izens—competence alone is never enough. Resilience depends on 
the existence of a social compact, something which today is at best 
weak, and at worst absent, in America’s older cities. They will not be 
able to rebuild their social compacts and become cohesive, resilient 
communities unless their citizens feel they have a stake in a city 
government which they believe is acting in their interests. 

*Build human capital. Creating a system by which all the city’s resi- 
dents—youth and adults—can gain the education, the skills, and the 
access to the opportunity to live economically productive, satisfying 
lives is the single most powerful thing that can be done to simulta- 
neously reduce polarization and build resilience. It is the single most 
powerful thing a city can do to simultaneously foster equity and 
reduce inequality, while building a firm foundation for the long-term 
growth of the city’s economy. 

*Build the quality of life for the many, not the few. The quality of life in 
a city is not determined by stadiums and megaprojects, but by how 
well the city serves the people who live there, particularly those who 
lack the means to purchase a better quality of life beyond what the 
city’s public services offer. Cities need to focus on the basics: making 
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the city safe, providing good schools and attractive parks and play- 
grounds, removing blight, and fostering livable neighborhoods along 
with a strong, dynamic downtown. 

* Think long term. Politicians like to talk about how fixing the problems 
of fifty years or more will not happen overnight, but most of the time 
it’s an excuse for failure rather than an argument for putting long- 
term strategies in place. Change does not merely take time, which 
is something of a truism, but the passage of time alone is as likely to 
make things worse as better. Positive change takes a consistent, stra- 
tegic use of time. None of the ills that afflict our cities today and none 
of those likely to emerge in the future will be successfully addressed 
except through a sustained, long-term commitment to change. 


I am a chastened optimist. Over the past fifty years that I have been 
engaged with America’s cities I have seen many changes take place, some 
for the better, some for the worse. In many respects, today’s cities are far 
better places than they were in the 1970s, but in other respects, they are 
much the same or even worse. Many plans have failed, but others have 
succeeded, and in the course of both failure and success, we have learned 
a great deal about what works and how to make change happen. There 
will not be a Marshall Plan for the cities, nor will any other magic wand 
make an appearance. Change is a long, hard slog. 

I remain an optimist, because I know how many remarkable peo- 
ple in places like Detroit, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh, as well as Flint, 
Gary, and Youngstown, are at work trying to make their neighborhoods 
and their cities better, more inclusive, and more resilient places. I know 
how hard they are working, and how many long years of slogging they 
have devoted to this effort. It is their example that makes me believe 
that, despite all of the many obstacles and steps backward, our cities can 
become the places that we as a nation deserve. 
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